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Discourses of poverty
• 18-month ESRC-funded project

– Ian Gregory, Tony McEnery, Laura Paterson (and 
Andrew Hardie)

• Corpus linguistics + CDA + GIS/GTA

• Source material: 
– 2010-2015 Guardian & Daily Mail articles 
– News, society, politics, (comment/editorial)
– NOT sport, femail, holidays, promotions, etc.

• Focus: discourses of poverty in the UK media
http://cass.lancs.ac.uk



Project aims
• To use Geographical Text Analysis (GTA) to investigate which place names 

in the UK are associated with poverty by the national press.

• To produce maps of the UK to visually represent the locations used by the 
press within discourses of poverty. 

• To compare mass media coverage of locations associated with poverty, 
unemployment, and welfare receipt to official statistics taken from the UK 
Census. 

• To use Critical Discourse Analysis to interrogate the similarities and 
differences between the statistical data and the corpus data.

• To demonstrate the viability of combining these different methodological 
approaches to facilitate the study of UK poverty (and social groups more 
widely). 

• To provide an exemplar analysis in which GTA is used to shed new light on 
the way poverty is represented in the UK. 
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Key initial questions
• Which places are mentioned in newspaper texts? 

– How frequently do such mentions occur?
– Which locations are seldom, if ever, mentioned in the corpus?

• The size of places mentioned can be monitored and problematized:
– Are cities referred to more than counties or towns? 
– Do place mentions correlate with population density?

• How are places referred to? 
– Are they homogenised? 
– Are they associated with particular topics of interest/news value 

and/or semantic fields?
– Do representations of place change over time? 

• How do media representations of place compare to official 
statistics?
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Geographical Text Analysis
• Geoparser: 

– Extracts all place names within +/- X words from the node 
(usually X = 10)

– Assigns coordinates to each place name mentioned

• Geoparsed data is read into GIS (Geographical Information 
Systems) – database software that facilitates cartography

• Maps of the place name mentions are produced
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Defining poverty
• ‘What poverty is taken to mean depends on who 

asks the question, how it is understood, and who 
responds’ (Chambers 2006:3)

• Implications for research:
– one must understand how the selection of a particular 

definitions of poverty will act as a lens
– one must survey a range of definitions of poverty and 

make a subjective decision about which to accept
– one must question the social structures that facilitate 

non-poor people’s definitions of poverty and restrict 
the voices of those in poverty
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Measuring poverty
• Quantitative measurements:

– Carstairs scores

– Indices of Multiple Deprivation

– Index of Local Conditions

• Proxy measurements
– Unemployment

– Social class

• Qualitative measurements
– Standards of living

– Emotional impacts
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Poverty ‘is 
(re)produced 
through discourse 
practices, most of 
which are enacted 
by groups with 
direct access to 
social, cultural and 
political power’ 
(Lorenzo-Dus and 
Marsh 2012:275)



Discourse and Place
• Discourse: language that encodes powerful, social, 

ideological structures and norms
– ‘discourse is key to the reproduction and transformation of 

social identities, social relationships and systems of 
knowledge and belief (Fairclough 1992: 64)’ (Jones et al. to 
appear)

• Discourses can be conceptually linked and draw upon 
each other: Race – Religion – Immigration –Poverty

• But they can also be proximally linked in geographical 
space

• Repeated discourses can be linked to real-world 
social/political change (e.g. policy changes)
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Discourse and Place II
• The location of (the production of) texts and the 

places they refer to can index powerful strategies

• Naming draws ‘attention to places’ whilst locating 
that place ‘in wider cultural narratives’ (Cresswell
2004:98)

• Places can be used to create us vs. them 
dichotomies
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‘Scotland votes no: the union has survived, but the 
questions for the left are profound’ (Kettle 2014)



Generating poverty keywords

• 7 Daily Mail articles + their (100+) BTL comments

• Original articles discuss UK poverty in terms of 
benefits, income, children, pensioners, family

• BTL comments included keywords such as afford, 
pay, rent, wages, bankers, expensive, mortgage, 
dole, scrounger, council, MPs, feckless, children, 
cigarettes, TVs, smoke, mothers, JSA, redundant, 
Blair, vouchers, wealthy
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The Next Steps
• Poverty in the Guardian 

(news 2010-15)

• Heat spots around Milton 
Keynes include references 
to ‘England’

• The ‘UK’ also causes 
interference

• Heat spots around 
Liverpool (incl. Liverpool, 
Birkenhead, Anfield) and 
Oxford (incl. Oxford, 
Oxfordshire, Whitney) 
seem to be ‘real’
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References
Altheide, David L. 2000. Tracking discourse and qualitative document analysis. Poetics 27(4): 287-299.

Baker, Paul and Tony McEnery. 2015. Who Benefits When Discourse Gets Democratised? Analysing a Twitter Corpus 
Around the British Benefits Street Debate. In Paul Baker and Tony McEnery (eds). 2015. Corpora and Discourse 
Studies: Integrating Discourse and Corpora. Basingstoke: Palgrave. pp 244-265.

Bauman, Z. 2004. Work, Consumerism and the new Poor. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Block, David. 2013. Social Class in Applied Linguistics. London: Routledge.

Breit, Eric. 2010. On the (re)construction of corruption in the media: a critical discursive approach. Journal of Business 
Ethics 92(4): 619-635.

Cooper D and I Gregory. 2011. Mapping the English Lake District: a literary GIS. Transactions of the Institute Of British 
Geographers 36(1): 89-108.

Cresswell, Tim. 2004. Place: A Short Introduction. London: Blackwell.

Cumming, Sam. 2013. Names. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Edward N. Zalta (ed.)). Online. Available at 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/names/. Accessed 27 July 2015

Dorling, D, R Mitchell, M Shaw, S Orford, G Davey Smith. 2000. The ghost of Christmas past: health effects of poverty in 
London in 1896 and 1991. BMJ 321 1547-51.

Dreier, P. 2005. How the media compound urban problems. Journal of Urban Affairs 27(2): 193-201.

Fairclough, Norman and Ruth Wodak. 1997. Critical Discourse Analysis. In Teun A. van Dijk (ed.). 1997. Discourse as 
Structure and Process: A Multi-Disciplinary Approach. London: Sage.

Fukuda-Parr, Sakiko. 2006. The human poverty index: A multidimensional measure. Poverty in Focus. International 
Poverty Centre: United Nations Development Programme. Online. Available at http://www.ipc-
undp.org/pub/IPCPovertyInFocus9.pdf. Accessed 11 November 2015. 

Gallmeyer, Alice and Wade T. Roberts. 2009. Payday lenders and economically distressed communities: A spatial 
analysis of financial predation. The Social Science Journal 46(3): 521-538.

http://cass.lancs.ac.uk

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/names/
http://www.ipc-undp.org/pub/IPCPovertyInFocus9.pdf


References
Gordon, David and Christina Pantazis. 1997. Measuring poverty: Breadline Britain in the 1990s. In David Gordon and 

Christina Pantazis (eds). 1997. Breadline Britain in the 1990s. Aldershot: Ashgate. pp 6-48.

Gordon, David. 2006. The concept and measurement of poverty. In Christina Pantazis, David Gordon and Ruth Levitas
(eds). 2006. Poverty and Social Exclusion in Britain. Bristol: The Policy Press. pp. 29-70.

Gregoriou, Christiana and Laura Louise Paterson. At review. ‘Reservoir of rage swamps Wall St’: The linguistic 
construction and evaluation of Occupy in international print media. Journal of Language, Aggression and Culture.

Harvey, David. 1996. Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Blackwell.

Hoey, Michael. 2005. Lexical priming. Oxford: Blackwell.

Jo, Yongmie Nicola. 2013. Psycho-social dimensions of poverty: When poverty becomes shameful. Critical Social Policy
33(3): 514-531.

Jones, Lucy, Sara Mills, Laura L. Paterson, Georgina Turner and Laura Coffey-Glover. To appear. Identity and naming 
practices in marriage and civil partnerships.

Kettle, Martin. 2014. Scotland votes no: the union has survived, but the questions for the left are profound. Guardian 
19/09/2014. Online. Available at http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/19/scottish-
independence-union-survived-put-away-flags. Accessed 11 November 2015.

Kress, Gunther. 1994. Text and grammar as interpretation. In Meinhof, Ulrike Hanna and Kay Richardson (eds). 1994. 
Text, Discourse and Context: Representations of Poverty in Britain. London: Longman. pp 24-47.

Lee, Peter. 1999. Where are the deprived? Measuring deprivation in cities and regions. In Daniel Dorling and Stephen 
Simpson (eds). 1999. Statistics in Society. London: Arnold. pp 172-180.

Lister, R. 2004. Poverty. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Lorenzo-Dus, N. and S. Marsh. 2012. Bridging the gap: Interdisciplinary insights into the securitization of poverty. 
Discourse and Society 23(3): 274-296.

Mack, J and S Lansley. 1985. How poor is too poor? Defining poverty. In J Mack and S Lansley (eds). 1985. Poor Britain. 
London: George Allen & Unwin.

http://cass.lancs.ac.uk

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/19/scottish-independence-union-survived-put-away-flags


References
Malpas, Jeff E. 1999. Place and Experience: A Philosophical Topography. Cambridge: Massachusetts: MIT Press.

McKay, S. 2004. Poverty or preference: What do ‘consensual deprivation indicators’ really measure? Fiscal Studies 25(2): 
201-223.

McKenzie, Lisa. 2015. Getting By: Estates, Class and Culture in Austerity Britain. Bristol: Policy Press.

Meinhof, Ulrike. 1994. From the street to the screen: Breadline Britain and the semiotics of poverty. In Meinhof, Ulrike 
Hanna and Kay Richardson (eds). 1994. Text, Discourse and Context: Representations of Poverty in Britain. London: 
Longman. pp 65-92.

Misturelli, F. and C. Heffernan. 2011. The language of poverty: An exploration of the narratives of the floor. Sustainable 
Development 19(3): 206-222.

Mocanu, D, A Baronchelli, N Perra, B Goncalves, Q Zhang, and A Vespignani. 2013. The Twitter of Babel: Mapping World 
Languages through Microblogging Platforms. Plos One 8(4).

Morgan, O and A Baker. 2006. Measuring deprivation in England and Wales using 2001 Carstairs scores. Health Statistics 
Quarterly 31: 28-33.

Morris R, and V Carstairs. 1991. Which deprivation? A comparison of selected deprivation indexes. Journal of Public 
Health Medicine: 318-25.

Murrieta‐Flores, Patricia, Alistair Baron, Ian Gregory, Ian, Andrew Hardie and Paul Rayson. 2015. Automatically 
Analyzing Large Texts in a GIS Environment: The Registrar General's Reports and Cholera in the 19th Century. 
Transactions in GIS 19(2): 296-320.

Pantazis, Christina, David Gordon and Peter Townsend. 2006. The necessities of life. In Christina Pantazis, David Gordon 
and Ruth Levitas (eds). 2006. Poverty and Social Exclusion in Britain. Bristol: The Policy Press. pp. 89-122.

Paterson, Laura Louise, Laura Coffey-Glover and David Peplow. 2016. Negotiating stance within discourses of class: 
Reactions to Benefits Street. Discourse & Society 27(2).

Porter, Catherine, Paul Atkinson and Ian Gregory. 2016. Geographical text analysis: A new approach to understanding 
nineteenth-century mortality. Health and Place (to appear).

http://cass.lancs.ac.uk



References
Sack, Robert. 1997. Homo Geographics. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Siebert, Loren J. 2000. Using GIS to Document, Visualize, and Interpret Tokyo's Spatial History. Social Science History
24(3): 537-574.

Skeggs Beverley and Helen Wood (eds). 2011. Reality Television and Class. London: British Film Institute/Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Wang, Wei and Kathleen Stewart. 2015. Spatiotemporal and semantic information extraction from Web news reports 
about natural hazards. Computers, Environment and Urban Systems 50: 30-40.

http://cass.lancs.ac.uk


